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ABSTRACT

A learning-for-mastery apgroach, recommended by Bloom
and based on key points suggested by Biehler, was used in large
lecture sections of undergraduate educational psychology. Quizzes
were composed of completion items; one or more alternate forms could
bé taken until mastery was achieved or grades raised..Students also
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One of the most heavt-uarming experviences to come from this approach hos
btaen the transformation of that bottom oue~thind of students whose werk, az
Sloom says with bitter t:uth, is'typically Iabeled Vinadequate.," fhese stu-
dents begin study in the dismal expectation of failure; they are relatively.
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IBenjamin S. Bloom ot al,, landbook on Formative and Susmative Evaluation
of student Learning. Hev v York: HeGraweWill, 1971, Po 43.

2, wore detailed deseription of tha course ig attached as an appendix.
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2ith anxiery. It is necessary to have counscling sessione with the most
anxions of these students. 7They do poorly on the first quiz, and they do
aoi believe they can do otherwise, It is necessary for the instructor to
convince chem that he has faith in them, and it i3 sooetines necessary to
help them with study habits (vhich include some tuZoring in test-taking
skiils as these velate t0 the narticular type of quiz}. It is relatively
useless at first te atlempt to tutor on content: lecrning is too badly
blczked by poor self coitcepts as learmers. The wmost effective factor, of
course, 1s the experience of success, which, uvith luck, comes on the second
or third alternmate form, Once they find they can succeed, they take initially
poor performance on later quizzes in much better spirits, having come to
believe in theilr ability to iImprove; iuitial performanpce also improves,

The need for counseiing disappesars too. Listen %o this student commenting
on the mastery approach: "7 _love iti After making D- on the first quiz

1 zeally felt dumb. But, ther, by pulling an 4 cn the alternate«-well,
perhape wy IO isn't 85"

. There were tio especlally pleasant surprises, Fimst was the quality
of the papers. It was so high that the mastery level for test grades vas
lovered five percentage voiats in ordexr to give more weight to the contri-
butich of the papers, Second was the motivating effect of self cowpeifition:
with some students ve have aimost had 2 sporting even.

Student Reactions

Student reactions tc the wmastery approach have been overvhelmingly
favorable-~and some will make a cynical instructor feel @ bit humble. The
major reason given wae the reduction of tension; also prominent was greater
learning. Students say: 'Tthen you are having a really bad day, it 1s nice
to know that you aren't ruined”; "Our tests didn't just end vwith a grade«
we had a chance ¢o learn the material even after that'; "I was sitting in
a voom taking a test one ovening, and I'd never felt so relaxed taking =a
test 1o my life, I really f2lt confident because [ knew I dida't have to
take it till I was sure I knew 1t"3 "I know you would say of course you like
it because yout can raise your grade and that's true, but I can honestly say
that I feel I've ilearned and retained mich more of the material'; "Test tene
sions were really reduced if you knew that it was the mastery of the course
that counted and not the grade’; "I learned wore; I didn'’t cram as much";
1t was good for the ego'; "hat goou is a course ir you doa‘t leaxn its
material™; it vas great knowing somebody cared about our really learning
souething” .

Four students in the last two semesters (about tuo percent: disliked
the mastery approach. 1In all cases the objection vas to falling behind in
the course because of the inability to discipliine themselves to study for
the first quiz vhen the option of alternates was available,

Hot only did all students like the opportunity to do extyr papers in
order to raise grades, but ther enjoyed the r eading and projects, especially
the freedom to make their owvm cnoicas and to express their omm < ‘nions.
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Frequent comments were that the papers let them go into depth on something
they found interesting, that their understanding of the textbook matewial
wes improved, that they read many books they had always wanted to read,
Cnly one student in the last tvo semesters' classes disliked this aepect
of the course.

2ractizal Aspects of Implementation

1. Changes in teaching style. The mastery option for students carries
an obligation for the instructor to devote more time to teaching students,
as compared with being merely Thteregting in lecture, It means more care
-and time given to going over quizzes with students, move cenferences with
students, moxe time spent in lectures on claboraking key peints and the cone
gequent reduction or sbandonment of some favorite additional points, It |
means supplying additional teaching aids such as progrommed materials. The
inereasad time which the instructor gives to helping students learn iniro-
duces. a warm and rewarding intervening variable also--a more personsl and
cpen relationship with students, which, in turn, takes more time,

2, Grading policies. If the institution has guidelines on grades,
mastery learning will certainly violate them,

3. Hechanics of altermace-form quiz administration. If alternate-
form quizzes are held at set times, muzh of the streagth of the mastery
approach 1s lost. A test should be given only in order to measure lesyn~
ing; thevefore, it should be given only afiier there has been an opportunity
for mastery. Students should, therefore, take alternate-form quizzes only
vhen they feel they are ready to do 503 the tine of administraticn must
therefore be flexible,

4, The nature of objectives. As Bloom says, “i basic task is to de-
ternine what we mean by 'mastery of the subject.'™ When objectives are set
by the instructor and mastery of then is determined by objective tests, there
are severe restrictions on {ndividuality. In smaller classes, there are com~
pensating options available, There must also be goiné such option in large
classes, In the approach -desczibed here, the option {s short papers, and if
has beén @ successful one: The degree to vhich any parcicular instructor
welghs the mastery of convergent=thinking objectives in comparison with the
options for individuality is part of the determination of what constitutes

mostery.

Conclusion

The basic principle of mactery learning is that students should be
avaluated in terms of their mastery of the course subject matter, no matéer
vhen that mustery is achieved, There are practical limits to the time vhich
can be alloved in the college schedule, but gurely it is self-evident that a
student's grade at the end of the course should veflect what he kaous at the
end of the course. Last spring I had no graduate assistant. With over one
huadred students, I vas grading first and alternate forms of completion-item
quizzes and evaluating five to six papers per student., I decided I did not
have time to coantinue the mmstery approach, but after I read the student eval-
uations I kncw I had to. It is not I who recommends mastery learning to you;
it is my students,
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EDUCATION 381: [EDUCATIONAL PSYCHOLOGY
Spring, 1973
Instructor: Mary T, Littlejohn
Winthrxop College
Rock Hill, South Carolins

General Procedures

The method of evaluation to be used in this course is based on a learning-for~
mastery scheme devised by Benjamin S. Bloom (described in pages 406-407 of the text¥),
Bloom has proposed that an iunstructor present aa organized sct of ideas to be
mastered, devise methods and materisls to encourage mastery of these ideas, and
then determine if mastery has been achieved. If a first attempt is not sueccessful,
the instructor offers assistance to help the student overcome his deficiancies,

Any student who avertuelly meets the estabiished standards earns a grade reflecting
thic fact. -

In order to reduce the usual test tensions, {i) you are notified in advance
(on the attached schedule) as to what materizl will be covered on quizzes snd when
quizzes will be held, and (2) alternate forms of any quiz may be taken on request
if you wish to try to improve your performence,

Your performence on quizzes will reflect primarily convergent learning~-the
"right' answer approach. In order to add another dimension of learning to the course,
you will also be given the opportunity to write short reports on topica of your
oun choosing. Papers may be based on the "Suggestions for Purther Reading, Thinking,
and Discussion” noted in the Study Guide or on other topics of your choice (subject
to prior approval by the instructor). Papers should be primarily a reflection of
your own oplnions and reactions rather than an outline of what someone else has
said--unless you record the ideas of others in such a way that the notes will be
valusble to you when you begin to teach. Students im the past have used the reports
to supplement the text--to go more deeply or more broadly into topics; to help them
master the textbook mater’sl; to pursue their own incerests; to "read for fun;"

“to try things out;" and so on. Think of the reports as opportunities for indepen-
dent study which will aseist you to become a better teachers.

In order further to reduce pressure and test tensions, the submission of
additional papers (beyond requirements) may be used to raise grades, provided that
the minimum level of mastery has been attsined om each quiz (C).

=

Reports

1. Each paper will be marked "pass’ or ‘‘redo." Papers marked "redo' may be
reworded and resubmitted within two weecks of the date they were returned.

2, Papers should be at least three pages in length but need be no longer.

*Robert F. Biehler, Paychology Applied to Teaching. New York: Houghton-lifflin, 1971.
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Criteria which will be used in evaluating papers are:

2. evidence of how completely a book or article has baen read, or how thoroughly
an observation or an informal experiment has been carried ocut;

b, estimate of the depth of thought which went into the paper or project;

C. degree to which the paper is relevant to educational peychology;

d. coherence and organization;

e, originality;

£, effort,

Deuble-spaced typewritten papers are preferred, but reasonably legible hand-
written ones will be accepted.

In the case of readings, bibliogiaphical references must be exact and the pages
and/or chapter read clearly indicated., (Papers will be marked “'redo" unless
this is done.)

Papers may be handed in ahead of due dates,
No paper will be accepted later than 5:00 P,M, Friday of the week it is due.
Two to six papers may be submitted. (See "Grades.") Some readings or projects

may involve an amount of work which would justify credit for more than one
report. See the imstructor if you have sny question shout this.

ULZZES
There will be five quizzes,
Quizzes will be multiple choice but will not be graded on ths curve, Test
itens will require predominantly understanding and the ability to apply under~
standings, rather than recall.
Quizzes will cover the Key Points which are listed at the beginning of each

chaptor, identified in the margin of the text, and covered by an exercise in
the Study Guide; lectures; films; and tapes.,

SRADES

The final grade will be based on performance on five quizzes and satisfactory

completion of from two to six short papers.

1,

Standards for the differcant grade levédls are:
A ~- A average on quizzes plus four short papers
R

B average on quizzes plus six short papers
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B - B average on quizzeg plus 3 shoyxt papers
OR
C average on quizzes plus 5 short papers

C -- ¢ average on quizzes plus 2 short papers

D -~ D average on quizzes and/or fewer than 2 papers af "pass’ level

¥ -~ F average on quizzes and/or fewer than 2 papers at "pass“ level
2. AN IMPORTART RESTRYGTION

A “C" on each quiz vepresents winimum mastery level; therefore, no
grade can be raised by extra papers only unless at least a C has
been earned on each quiz.

3. The letter gracec on quizzes will be caleculated as follows:

—= A 807,-1007
B: 70%~ 797
C:  60%~69%
D: 507%~59%
F: ~49%,

4, Percentage grades will be used for the final avéragee =

5., Make-up quizzes (for absentees) will be given only to those vho make
arrangements with the ins¢ructor before the quiz day or who can pre-
sent a doctor's excuse afterward, An wnexcused absence from a quiz
will result in a zero on that quiz and no alternate~form quiz may be
taken, o

6. Arrangements for taking alternate-~form quizzes will be apnounced.




